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The relationship between oral reading ability and the 
use of structure (function) words was examined in a dissertation 
study which hypothesized that the use of structure words in verbal 
discourse would be greater in children who have no difficulty in oral 
reading than in children who experience difficulty, structure words 
were identified as those which carry no lexical meaning and which 
serve as markers, connectives, etc. subjects were 85 fourth graders 
selected from a Mississippi school system on the basis of average 
Intelligence, vision, hearing, and physical abilities. An oral 
reading screening device was administered to all subjects who were 
then grouped according to difficulty experienced in reading the 180 
structure words in the 509— word passage, in addition, a verbal 
discourse passage similar in length to the reading passage was 
solicited from each subject and analyzed for type and frequency of 
structure words. Data were analyzed using t tests which resulted in 
confirmation of significant differences in structure word errors in 
opal reading and in use of structure words for the two groups. It was 
concluded that a close relationship exists between structure word 
usage in reading and. in verbal discourse. A bibliography and tables 
are included. (MS) 
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ABSTRACT 



STRUCTURE WORD USAGE IN THE VERBAL DISCOURSE 
OF TWO GROUPS OF CHILDREN 



DAUZAT, SAMUEL V. B.&., Northwestern State College, 1964, 

M.A., Northwestern State College, 1966, Ed . D . , 

University of Mississippi, 1968, Dissertation 
directed by Professor John R. Rogers . 

Problem . The major purpose of the investigation was 
to determine whether a relationship between, oral reading of 
structure words and the use of structure words in verbal dis- 
course actually exists. On the basis of the purpose for the 
research, the following null hypothesis was advanced. 

The use of structure words in the verbal discourse of 
children who experience difficulty in the oral reading of 
structure words, as determined by a screening device for oral 
reading, will not differ significantly from the use of struc- 
ture words in the verbal discourse of children who do not ex- 
perience difficulty in the oral reading of structure words, as 
determined by a screening device for oral reading. 

Procedures . In order to test the hypothesis, 85 fourth 
grade pupils from selected elementary , schools in Lafayette 
County, Mississippi, were chosen from 246 fourth graders on the 
basis of pre-determined criteria- -IQ from DO to 110, no prema- 
ture promotions or retentions in one or more grades, satisfactory 
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scores on speech, hearing, and vision tests, no physical handi- 
caps, and membership in lower middle-class families. Each of 
the 85 pupils was administered a screening device for oral 
reading which was taken from the central portion of the second 
fourth reader from Scott, Foresman and Company, More Times and 
Places , the adopted text for the elementary schools in Lafayette 
County, The selection consisted of 509 words, 180 of which 
were structure words. On the basis of performance on the 
screening device, and in keeping with pre-determined standards, 
the pop ul ation was divided into Group A , whose members were 
considered to have profound difficulty in the oral reading of 
structure words, and Group B, whose members were considered to 
be lacking in profound difficulty in structure word usage in 
oral reading. Verbal discourse samples consisting of approxi- 
mately the same number of words as 'was contained in the screen- 
ing device were procured for each pupil. The samples were 
transcribed and structure word errors were noted and repre- 
sented as the ratio of the number of structure word errors 
made to the total number of structure words used in verbal dis- 
course. The differences between the mean ratios of structure 
word errors for each group were compared by means of a _t test. 

Conclusions » On the basis of the results obtained in 
the investigation, the following conclusions seemed warranted ; 
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1. a significant: difference between the mean ratio of 
structure word errors for Group A and the mean ratio 
of errors for Group B was found, with Group A having 
the higher mean ratio of structure word errors in 
verbal discourse ; therefore, those children who had 
difficulty in the oral reading of structure words 
experienced similar difficulties with the use of 
structure words in their verbal discourse. 

2. Those children who had difficulty in reading struc- 
ture words tended to use fewer structure words in 
verbal discourse than did those children who did not 
have difficulty in reading structure words. It ap- 
peared that a close relationship exists between struc- 
ture word usage in reading and in verbal discourse, and 
difficulty in reading structure words is suggestive of 
a general language anomaly . 
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CHAPTER I 



INTRODUCTION 



Upon their entry into school* children have mastered 
oral language to the extent that they are able to communicate 
complex ideas* a variety of emotions* and infinite desires with 
remarkable skill. Children learn language through imitation 
of native speakers in their environments , Children learn the 
communication system used in their particular environments. 

By the time a normal child reaches school age, he has adopted 
the language system* the sounds* grammar* and vocabulary of 

his home and his neighborhood,^" 

However* there are vast differences in the quality and 

the quantity of the language experiences which children have 

had when they enter school. The language experiences of chil- 

2 

dren form the foundation for learning other language skills. 

It seems* then* that an inadequate language background must 
form a weak foundation for learning language skills* particularly 



^Doris I, Noel* t! A Comparative Study of the Relation- 
ship Between the Quality of the Child’s Language Usage and 
the Quality and Types of Language Used in the Home* Journal of 
Educational Research * XLVII (1953 ) , 167 , 



^Ruth G, 3trick3 and* 1f The Language of Elemejitary School 
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learning reading skills . 

Many children who have failed to learn to read ade- 
quately have habits which are characterized by misreading of 
structure words. It appears possible that inability to cope 
adequately with structure words in oral reading might be the 
result of a flaw in the foundation for reading skill* the 
language experience of the child. 



I , THE PROBLEM 

Educators* particularly reading specialists, have noted 
that a great many children with reading disabilities are prone 
to omit, reverse, substitute, and otherwise fail to cope ade- 
quately with structure words in their oral reading. Since 
there was a need to investigate the nature of disabilities in 
the oral reading of structure words, and since there has been 
very limited research done in the field, the topic was selected 
for investigation., 

The study was designed to compare the structure word 
usage in verbal discourse of children who have been 'identified 
as having difficulties in oral reading of structure words to 
the usage of structure words in the verbal discourse of children 

^John R. Rogers, Professor of Education and Director of 
Reading Services Center, University of Mississippi, School of 
Education, interview on April 5, 1967, 



who have been identified as having no obvious difficulty with 
structure words in oral reading. The purpose of the study was 
to determine whether a relationship between oral reading of 
structure words and use of structure words in verbal discourse 

actually exists. 



II, SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Structure words are vital to reading comprehension,* and 
the misreading of one structure word may easily change the 
meaning of an entire sentence.^ Because of the essential nature 
of structure words , the child who consistently has difficulty 
in reading structure words is severely handicapped. The prob- 
lem is, indeed, serious because structure words are common to 
ail stories, 5 In fact. Fries estimates that one-third of the 

6 

bulk of all printed materials is composed of structure words . 
Doioh maintains that his list of 220 sight words comprises 63 
per cent of the entire vocabulary of third grade reading texts , 
Since almost one-half of the Bolch list is devpted to structure 



4 j0hn R. Rogers (ed.), Linguistics in ^ 
tion (University, Mississippi! The Reading Clinic, 1966;, 
p. 83 . 

S Edward W, Dolch, Psychology and Teaching of Reading 
(Champaign, Illinois t The Garrard Press, 1951), p. 180. 

^Charles Carpenter pries. The Structure o| Eng^|ji 
('New York; Harcourt, Brace, and World, Incorporated, 1952;, 

p. 104. _ ' -7- . / .. 



